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state to resist them. Rome and Persia had exhausted each
other in the final struggle. The Sassanid realm, torn by
palace revolutions, fell an easy victim, while the absence at
Constantinople of Heraclius, disabled by fatal illness,
disorganized the defence of the Asiatic provinces. By 640
both Palestine and Syria were in Muslim hands; Alexandria
fell to the Arabs in 642, and with Egypt as a base the con-
querors crept slowly along the North African coast. Here
they encountered more effective resistance, and it was not
till the close of the seventh century that the capture of Car-
thage laid open the way to Spain. Meanwhile from the
naval resources of Egypt and Syria a formidable sea-power
developed. Cyprus and Rhodes were taken, and became
centres of piracy from which the Muslims plundered the
Aegean islands, ruining Mediterranean commerce. Con-
stantinople itself was not immune, and a series of attacks
from the sea (673—7) was repulsed only after desperate
efforts and with the aid of the famous 'Greek Fire'. Asia
Minor, the last non-European possession of Byzantium,
was fiercely contended for throughout the century; Armenia
and the Caucasus regions finally succumbed, but in the
south the Taurus passes, the principal gateway to the penin-
sula, were successfully held.
Under the pressure of invasion the Byzantine Kmpirc
took on its medieval, and final, form. The days of Rome as a
great land-power were now over. Apart from Asia Minor
and the immediate hinterland of the capital, Byzantine terri-
tory was reduced practically to the fringes of the northern
Mediterranean coast. During the course of the seventh
century her Spanish outposts had been ceded to the Visigoths,
and north-west Africa fell at length to the Saracens. Sicily
and south Italy, the Magna Graecia of classical times, still
owned allegiance to their Greek-speaking rulers; Naples,
Venice, and Istria were still in Byzantine hands, and by her
hold on the districts of Rome and Ravenna, joined by a
narrow corridor, New Rome had succeeded in preventing
the complete Lombard conquest of Italy. These, however,
were all that remained of the Western conquests of Justinian.
Between them and Constantinople the Slav tribes had
established themselves in the Balkan peninsula, driving the

